140 THE CRITICAL SITUATION IN GENERAL
(r the vain endeavour of so many pens ') by compos-
ing one in which he ' ransacked the treasury' of the
very man who made the remark ? " (this after claim-
ing that Shakespeare had exploited Greene). The
simple reply is that to call the LUCRECE an " answer "
to the line in the play, or a ransacking of a " trea-
sury/' is neither here nor there. The play might have
given him his impulse ; but a LUCRECE was just as
likely an experiment for him, in the way of pot-
boiling, as a VENUS AND ADONIS. And he was surely
not more but less likely than another, after writing
his poem, to write in the play of " the vain endeavour
of so many pens," disparaging all his predecessors !
To call that " a plausible expression of modesty
in the valuation of his own efforts " is strangely to
obscure the fact of the disparagement of every other
poet who had written on the theme; and to find
modesty in a poet's mention, in a newly recast play,
of his own newly published poem, is to carry pane-
gyric far. But to conceive Shakespeare as com-
passionating the dead and ill-fated poet who had
aspersed him is no strain on our conception of him.
The mention of " learning late deceased in beg-
gary," in the DREAM (V, 53) has been by some
regarded as such an utterance of compassion;
though the jest on Bottom's dream as so styled be-
cause it had no bottom is plausibly held by Fleay to
glance at Greene's MAIDEN'S DREAM, which had no
maiden. Shakespeare was not a hater; and Greene's
very proneness to malice might be to him a monition,
the more so if he felt, as he might have done, that